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Abstract 
Psychopathy, Intoxication, and Verbal Abuse: 
Perceptions of Sexual Coercion in a College Dating Scenario 
Danielle L. Hamilton, M.S. 
Kirk Heilbrun, Ph.D. 
Experiences of sexual coercion and verbal abuse are common in intimate partner 
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relationships and on college campuses. Using a college sample and a community sample, 
this study uses a 2 (participant psychopathy score, high or low) x 2 (level of intoxication, 
high or low) x 2 (level of verbal abuse, high or low) between subjects design to examine 
how levels of intoxication and verbal abuse, systematically varied across four written 
vignettes, as well as participant psychopathy scores, affected participants' perceptions of 
coercion in a sexually intimate encounter. Participants' perceptions of the effects of 
verbal abuse were found to vary depending on the level of intoxication to which the 
victim in the vignettes was subjected. Additionally, high levels of verbal abuse were 
found by participants to be most bothersome (according to their responses to outcome 
questions) regardless ofthe victim's level of intoxication. The data also suggest that 
psychopathy could affect participants' perceptions of the level of sexual coercion 
portrayed in each vignette, but only when psychopathy is at a clinically meaningful level. 




Sexual coercion as a construct has been stndied and debated by researchers, 
scholars, and rape victim advocates since its appearance in the literature about three 
decades ago. The definition, frequency of occurrence, gender specific manifestations and 
the effects, recognition, and perceptions of coercion have been examined. Of particular 
relevance to the current study is that sexual coercion is a significant problem in intimate 
relationships, whether partners are casually dating, seriously dating, or married (Jenkins 
& Aube, 2002; Koss & Oros, 1982; Oswald & Russell, 2006; Russell & Oswald, 2001, 
2002; Shook, Gerrity, Jurich & Segrist, 2000). Sexual coercion is especially problematic 
in college dating relationships (Oswald & Russell, 2006). Prevalence estimates for sexual 
coercion in college populations appear to be similar or slightly higher than rates among 
community populations, with researchers reporting rates of male sexual coercion (e.g., 
using coercive tactics to obtain sexual contact) in community samples between 22% 
(Calhoun eta!., 1997) and 27% (Senn, Desmarias, Verberg, & Wood, 2000). 
Sexnal Coercion Defined 
Sexual coercion, defined here as it is in the majority ofliteratnre on sexual 
coercion, is the use of nonphysical tactics by a male to gain sexual contact with a 
nonconsenting female partner. To further clarify the definition of sexual coercion in this 
study, this investigation is focusing on potential partners of legally consenting age. It 
should be noted that while sexual coercion can occur in any relationship, this stndy 
examines perceptions of coercive tactics as perpetrated by a male against a female, as the 
literature suggests this dyad is the most prevalent, and is definitively the most stndied. 
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Sexually coercive tactics frequently include the perpetrator attempting to verbally 
wear down or convince the victim to engage in sexual contact by being manipulative 
(e.g., using threats to defect from the relationship, continual arguments, lies, guilt, and 
false promises to obtain sex from an otherwise unwilling partner), playing upon gender 
role socialization and social stereotypes, being persistent and/or applying verbal pressure, 
including ignoring verbal requests by the victim to stop (without using force), in the 
hopes that the victim will be affected by guilt, shame, and/or obligation, or will become 
overwhelmed to the point that he or she complies with the perpetrator's requests for, or 
initiation of, sexual contact (DeGue & DiLillo, 2004). Coercion can occur without verbal 
pressure, as it can be implied and occur without an exchange of words. However, this 
point is subtler, and will not be examined in this study. 
While Abbey, Ross, McDuffie and McAuslan (1996) found rape events more 
likely than coercion events to involve alcohol consumption by either or both parties, and 
rape events more likely than coercion events to involve strangers rather than 
acquaintances, this does not mean that sexual coercion caunot involve the use of drugs or 
alcohol. In fact, perpetrators of sexual coercion often use drugs or alcohol when such use 
is intended to lower the victim's inhibitions or verbal resistance to sexual advances (e.g., 
getting someone "tipsy," while not rendering them physically unable to resist) (Calhoun, 
Bernat, Clum, & Frame, 1997; Craig, Kalichman, & Follingstad, 1989; DeGue & DiLillo, 
2004; Koss, Leonard, Beezley, & Oros, 1985; Lisak & Ivan, 1995). 
In the context of an intimate relationship, sexual coercion often takes the form of 
more subtle tactics, such as withholding financial resources if a woman does not consent 
to sex (Carr & VanDeusen, 2004; Jolmson & Sigler, 2000; Marshall & Holtzworth-
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Munroe, 2002; Shackelford & Goetz, 2004). Stark (2007) examined coercion in the 
context of domestic violence. His discussion is relevant as it examined the relationship 
between male dominance in a patriarchal system and coercion. He argued that coercion is 
more debilitating than violence, because coercion can be downplayed, and asserted that 
coercion can entrap women in their personal life when the coercer exploits the woman's 
obligations, fears, and gendered socialization. 
Regardless of the specific tactic used in sexual coercion, women who have been 
sexually coerced by an intimate partner may experience negative physical and 
psychological consequences (Campbell, 1989; Livingston et a!., 2004; Zweig et a!., 
1999). Although the literature on sexual coercion in intimate relationships sometimes 
includes men's use of violent physical force1, sexual coercion in intimate relationships 
often includes more subtle forms of psychological and emotional manipulation (Basile, 
1999; Camilleri, Quinsey, & Tapscott, 2009; Goetz & Shackelford, 2009; Jolmson & 
Sigler, 2000; Marshall & Holtzworth-Muuroe, 2002; Shackelford & Goetz, 2004). Those 
authors suggested that by using these more subtle forms of sexual coercion (rather than 
explicit physical force), men may avoid inflicting on their partners some of the costs 
associated with partner rape, and may even avoid their partners' defection from the 
relationship that might occur following explicit physical force to achieve sexual 
intercourse (Goetz & Shackelford, 2009). 
It is now important to draw a distinction between sexual coercion and sexual 
aggression as sexual coercion falls under the broad umbrella of literature on sexual 
deviance and sexual aggression. Sexual aggression, as defined here as well as in the 
1 Note: That is not the case in the majority ofthe literature or in this study. 
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majority ofliterature on sexual aggression and deviance, is described as involving the 
threat or use of physical force, or the use of alcohol and drugs, to impair the victim's 
physical ability to resist unwanted sexual contact (Calhoun, Bernat, Clum, & Frame, 
1997; Craig, Kalichman, & Follingstad, 1989; DeGue & DiLillo, 2004; Koss, Leonard, 
Beezley, & Oros, 1985; Lisak & Ivan, 1995). Although these definitions are consistent 
with definitions provided by several other studies (e.g., see above; also Abbey, 
McAuslan, Zawacki, Clinton, & Buck, 2001; Koss & Dinero, 1988), it should be noted 
that these terms have sometimes been used interchangeably in reference to both physical 
(sexually aggressive) and nonphysical (sexually coercive) tactics for sexual misconduct. 
In other words, defining sexual coercion can be difficult, as it can overlap with what 
some consider to be normative human behavior. Furthermore, other terminology has also 
represented each of these constructs at times (e.g., rape, sexual assault, sexual abuse, 
sexual deviance, sexual violence, stranger, date, or acquaintance rape, verbal abuse, 
verbal coercion, physical coercion, physical force, etc.) (DeGue & DiLillo, 2004). 
Indeed, coercion is a continuum of sorts, rather than one category in which everyone 
would agree (e.g., physical force, threat with a weapon). For this investigation, the 
definition of sexual coercion will focus on the parts of this continuum that are in the 
"gray area" between what is consensual and coercive (e.g., nonphysical tactics to gain 
compliance). 
In an attempt to draw a further distinction between the boundaries of what is 
widely accepted as sexually coercive, it is also important to defme seduction and 
persuasion, and explain how they fit into the construct of sexual coercion. For the 
purpose of this investigation, seduction will be defined as using nonharmful tactics to 
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entice one's consenting partner (i.e., not an unwilling victim) into sexual activity. 
Persuasion is defined as causing one's partner to comply with sexual activity through 
sound reasoning or argument (i.e., not coercion). Again, both seduction and persuasion 
are used in normative sexual situations where both partners are willing. Although some 
sexually coercive tactics can be persuasive (i.e., the perpetrator "convinces" the victim to 
comply), persuasion itself it is not a strong enough basis for sexual coercion, as by its 
definition it is not harmful to the partner (i.e., the partner is not a victim). It is when the 
aggressor crosses the line between persuasion and coercion (through intentional 
manipulation and use of threats, financial withholdings, and other nonphysical tactics to 
gain sexual activity from an unwilling victim) that sexual coercion occurs. 
Additionally, sexual coercion has many levels. Tactics used by an aggressor can 
either result in completed coercion, which then results in a sexual act as a result of the 
aggressor's coercive tactics; or, tactics can result in attempted coercion, where the 
coercive tactics utilized were unsuccessful because the victim was able to successfully 
resist them. However, unsuccessfully attempted coercive tactics may lead the aggressor 
to attempt physical force or threats of physical force. If the victim continues to resist and 
the aggressor proceeds with physical tactics, then the result is no longer a case of 
coercion, but one of physical force, or rape. 
In sum, there are essentially four main categories of behavior that may be 
displayed by men seeking sex from women: 1) physical violence, threat of physical 
violence, and/or the use of substances (e.g., drugs and/or alcohol) that render the victim 
incapable of resistance (i.e., rape); 2) the use of coercive tactics without using physical 
violence or threat of physical violence to extract sex from an unwilling partner (i.e., 
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sexual coercion); 3) the use of persistent attempts to persuade a partner whose wishes for 
sexual activity are ambiguous (i.e., persuasion); and 4) normative romantic behavior that 
is not persistent when the partner declines sexual activity (i.e., seduction). It should be 
noted that the use of substances does not occur solely in rape scenarios; rather, it can fall 
under any of the above four categories as it depends on whether the victim 
imbibes/ingests the substance(s) knowingly and willingly. 
Prevalence and Tactics of Sexual Coercion 
Spitzberg (1999) reviewed 102 studies and found sexually harassing and coercive 
behaviors are more prevalent than more physically violent forms of sexual aggression. 
Research on college heterosexual dating relationships has found a high rate of coercion 
and aggression perpetrated against women. Koss eta!. (1985) found that 22.4% of college 
males reported utilizing extreme verbal pressure to obtain sexual intercourse with an 
unwilling female. Between 37% (Byers & Eno, 1991) and 69% (Mosher & Anderson, 
1986) of college men have described using verbal manipulation to engage in sexual 
intercourse with an unwilling partner, and approximately three-quarters of males in their 
sample reported using the intentional intoxication of a female to obtain sexual intercourse 
(Mosher & Anderson, 1986). Koss and Oros (1982) found that in their sample of college 
men, 23% reported obtaining sexual intercourse by threatening to end the relationship, 
20% reported using physical force to obtain sex acts, and 3% reported having used 
physical force to obtain intercourse. More recently, other investigators (Russell & 
Oswald, 2002) found similar results: 36% of college men in their sample reported 
engaging in at least one sexually coercive act in a dating relationship. Indeed, Godenzi, 
Schwartz, and DeKeseredy (2001) suggest that the learned use of coercion may be so 
prevalent in sexual relationships that this may be the norm rather than the exception. 
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Despite the fact that lower rates of sexual coercion have been reported by other 
researchers (Abbey, McAuslan, Zawacki, Clinton, & Buck, 2001 [10%]; Koss & Dinero, 
1988 [7.2%]), these rates are still similar to or greater than the rates of sexual aggression 
reported in comparable populations (DeGue & DiLillo, 2004). Research on the 
prevalence of sexual coercion has consistently found that these behaviors occur at rates 
similar to or greater than those of sexual aggression, especially among college males. 
Se1m and colleagues (2000) found that 86% of the coercive males in their conununity 
sample had used coercive tactics to obtain sexual contact on multiple occasions. 
Furthermore, it should be noted that it is difficult to have a completely accurate 
comparison of prevalence rates across studies and populations due to the variations in 
methodology and definitions used (DeGue & DiLillo, 2004). For example, many 
researchers (e.g., Abbey et al., 2001; Koss & Dinero, 1985; Koss et al., 1985) have 
grouped offenders by their highest level of offense (i.e., men who report perpetrating both 
sexual aggression and coercion are categorized only as sexual aggressors). This leads to 
lower overall rates of sexual coercion in the literature (DeGue & DiLillo, 2004). 
Sexual Coercion and Aggression in Intimate Partner Relationships 
Goetz and Shackelford (2006) obtained prevalence estimates of rape in intimate 
relationships from a sample of young men and from an independent sample of young 
women partnered in a conunitted relationship for at least one year, but not necessarily 
married. They found that 7.3% of men reported at least one rape of their current partner, 
and 9 .l% of women reported that they had experienced at least one instance of partner 
rape by their current partner. Other investigators have found that between 10-26% of 
women experience rape in marriage (Finkelhor & Yllo, 1985; Hadi, 2000; Painter & 
Farrington, 1999; Russell, 1982; Watts, Keough, Ndlovu, & Kwaramba, 1998). 
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Logan, Cole, and Shannon (2007) evaluated coercive tactics as experienced by 
women who did and did not experience forced sex, within the context of intimate partner 
relationships. They interviewed 62 women; 31 who reported forced sex and 31 who did 
not report forced sex. Their findings suggested that both women who did and did not 
experience forced sex experienced coercive and degrading tactics; however more women 
who reported forced sex reported all forms of verbal coercion, relative to women who did 
not report forced sex. In addition, Thomas (2005) found that the greater the age 
difference between partners (males being older), the greater the risk of verbal coercion. 
These findings illustrate that verbal abuse is a problem in sexually aggressive and 
sexually coercive scenarios. 
Although the majority of literature focuses on males as the traditional aggressors 
and females as the victims, it is not only men who perpetrate sexual coercion; there is 
evidence suggesting that women are also coercive in intimate relationships (Anderson, 
1998; Anderson & Struckman-Johnson, 1998; Clements-Shreiber, Rempel & Desmarais, 
1998; Krahe, Waizenhofer & Moller, 2003; Lottes & Weinberg, 1996; Oswald & Russell, 
2006; Russell & Oswald, 2001, Shea, 1998; Struckman-Johnson, 1988). However, when 
women engage in coercive behaviors, they are more likely to be seen as acting 
romantically, seductively, expressing attraction, and generally to be less aggressive than 
are men who use the same behaviors (Struckman-Johnson & Struckman-Johnson, 1991), 
whereas men are judged to be acting aggressively and inappropriately. 
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Anderson (1998) found that between 26-36% of women reported using sexually 
coercive behaviors, including the use of continual arguments, threats to end the 
relationship, threats of physical force, actual physical force, using a weapon to obtain sex 
acts, and using alcohol or other illicit substances to gain sexual compliance from a male 
partner. Russell and Oswald (2001) reported that 18% of women in a college sample 
reported engaging in sexually coercive acts, ranging from verbal threats and pressure to 
the use of more physically aggressive tactics. 
Men also reported engaging in unwanted sexual activities because of their female 
partners' tactics (Russell & Oswald, 2002; Struckman-Johnson, 1988; Struckman-
Johnson & Struckman-Johnson, 1998). Russell and Oswald (2002) found that 44% of 
college men in their sample reported being the recipient of a sexually coercive tactic. The 
most common verbal strategies experienced included having unwanted sex because of the 
partner's continual arguments, lies, threats to end the relationship, or physical force. 
Similarly, between 4-44% of men have reported being sexually coerced in some manner 
(Struckman-Johnson & Struckman-Johnson, 1998), and 43% of college men sampled 
reported experiencing a coercive incident, of which 36% reported unwanted touch, and 
27% reported being coerced into intercourse (Struckman-Johnson & Struckman-Johnson, 
1998). 
Verbal Abuse Defined 
For the purpose of this investigation, verbal abuse will be defined as any 
"communication perceived as intending to emotionally hurt by degrading, insulting, 
humiliating, ridiculing, or in some other ways diminishing the dignity of the other 
person" (Straus & Sweet, 1990). Examples may include name-calling, profanity, or 
attacking the character of the person targeted. 
Prevalence and Tactics of Verbal Abuse in Intimate Partner Relationships 
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There is a significant dearth of research on verbal abuse - it tends to be placed 
into a broad category of "non-physical abuse." Nonphysical abuse includes emotional and 
psychological abuse as well as verbal abuse. This paucity is largely due to the fact that 
therapists may consider some forms of nonphysical abuse as relationship conflict, and 
overlook other forms when there is no overt conflict or physical assault (James & 
McKinnon, 2010). 
Nevertheless, previous research has documented a positive relationship between 
men's partner-directed insults and men's use of partner-directed nonphysical coercive 
behavior as well as physical violence (Goetz et al., 2006). Although there is little 
difference in the frequency with which husbands and wives each use verbal abuse (Straus 
& Sweet, 1990), women seem to suffer more negative health effects (Starratt, Goetz, 
Shackelford, McKibbin, & Stewart-Williams, 2008), and distress and fear (Stark, 2007). 
Women who experience verbal abuse, when compared with women who are physically 
abused, are more likely to become ill from infections, suffer debilitating symptoms of 
PTSD such as anxiety, nightmares, intrusive thoughts, and persistent, painful memories 
(Arias & Pape, 1999), experience decreased self-esteem and confidence, and show 
increased levels of shame (Lammers, Ritchie, & Robertson, 2005), and feel more despair 
and loneliness (Loring, 1994). 
Several predictors of sexual coercion in the context of an intimate relationship 
have been identified. These include male low self-esteem (Burke et al., 1988), male 
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physical and psychological partner-directed aggression (Marshall & Holtzworth-Munroe, 
2002), male alcohol and pornography consumption (Carr & VanDeusen, 2004), female 
infidelity (Goetz & Shackelford, 2006), and male sexual jealousy (Frieze, 1983). 2 
Psychopathy Defined 
Some ofthese traits, particularly alcohol consumption, and increased partner-
directed aggression are consistent with the construct of psychopathy (Lalumiere, Harris, 
Quinsey, & Rice, 2005). Psychopathy is a construct that is characterized as a 
phenomenon of callous and unemotional personality traits that are hidden beneath a mask 
of healthy psychological adjustment (Cleckley, 1988). Some of the traits characteristic of 
Cleckley's psychopathy are superficial charm, egocentricity, unreliability, untruthfulness 
and insincerity, guiltlessness, an absence of anxiety, an inability to form close 
attaclnnents, a lack of emotional depth, an inability to learn from punislnnent, lack of 
planning, blame externalization, and failure to appreciate kindness (Cleckley, 1941, 1988; 
Lilienfeld & Andrews, 1996). 
Other personality constructs of psychopathy presented in the literature include 
manipulativeness and Machiavellianism (Christie & Geis, 1969), fearlessness (Lykken, 
1982), poor impulse control (Hare, 1991), low frustration tolerance (Hare, 1991), risk 
taking and sensation seeking (Quay, 1965; Zuckerman, 1978), lack of empathy (Gough, 
1960), nonconformity (Lindner, 1956), low ambition (Albert, Brigante, & Chase, 1959), 
materialism (Albert et al., 1959), lack of capacity for fantasy, inability to delay 
gratification (Gorenstein & Newman, 1980), and hypermasculinity (Mosher & Sirkin, 
1984). According to Hare (1993), "psychopaths are social predators who charm, 
2 Note: While some of these studies' definition of sexual coercion included physical force 
(i.e., rape), nonphysical tactics were still studied. 
manipulate, and ruthlessly plow their way through life ... completely lacking in 
conscience and in feelings for others." Psychopaths are thought to lack guilt or remorse 
for crimes they commit against others (Cleckley, 1982). 
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As discussed earlier, sexual coercion falls under the broad umbrella of literature 
on sexual deviance and aggression. Therefore, it is understandable that a high correlation 
between psychopathy and sexual deviance has been demonstrated (Serin, Malcolm, 
Khanna, & Barbaree, 1994). Using various measures of psychopathy (e.g., Psychopathy 
Checklist, Hare, 1991; Psychopathic Personality Inventory, Lilienfeld & Andrews, 1996), 
researchers have found a positive relationship between psychopathic personality traits 
and sexual offending (Hare, 1998). For instance, those admitting to some form of sexual 
misconduct also report increased manipulativeness, sensation-seeking, and impulsivity, 
and lower levels of empathy in comparison to men reporting only consensual 
relationships (Hersh & Gray-Little, 1998; Kasson & Kelly, 1997; Rapaport & Burkhart, 
1984). 
Prevalence of Psychopathy 
Salekin, Rogers & Sewell (1997) found that psychopathy is not a disorder 
restricted solely to male populations. Other studies have found gender similarities in 
several prominent correlates such as constraint and socialization (Vitale, Smith, Brinkley, 
& Newman, 2002). In fact, distinct structural differences emerge between males and 
female subscales of psychopathy, which may indicate different underlying factor 
structures (Anestis, Caron, & Carbonell, 2011). Evidence suggests differing factor 
structures across gender for the Levenson Self-Report Psychopathy Scales (Brinkley, 
Diamond, Magaletta, & Reigel, 2008) and the PCL-R (Jackson, Rogers, Neumann, & 
Lambert, 2002; Salekin, Rogers, & Sewell, 1997; Warren eta!., 2003). Gender 
differences have also been observed on some personality and behavioral correlates of 
psychopathy such as response perseveration (Vitale & Newman, 200 I), recidivism 
(psychopathic males have higher rates) (Salekin, Rogers, Ustad, & Sewell, 1998), and 
anxiety (Vitale, Smith, Brinkley, & Newman, 2002). 
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Moreover, psychopathy appears in college and general community samples as 
well as forensic and correctional sub-groups (DeMatteo, Heilbrun, & Marczyk, 2006). 
One type of psychopath described by Cleckley (1988), the "successful psychopath," may 
use formal education (business, law, medicine) as a stepping-stone to higher status, and 
positions of greater power. It is this type of psychopath who is least likely to be captured 
within samples of incarcerated individuals. Thus, investigating psychopathy in university 
samples may help to shed light on the nature of psychopathy in this particular subtype of 
psychopathy (Salekin, Trobst, & Krioukova, 2001). Despite the need to study 
psychopathy in noninstitutionalized samples, the prevalence rates for psychopathy in 
non-forensic samples are substantially lower (Salekin, Trobst, & Krioukova, 2001). 
Those investigators report that approximately 5% of their university sample were deemed 
psychopathic, although the vast majority of those were male (1110 as opposed to 11100 
females); this suggests that levels of psychopathy may be higher in university samples 
than previously thought. Those statistics are consistent with Hare's (1991) estimated 
prevalence rates in non-forensic samples. 
Psychopathy, Empathy, and Sexual Coercion 
Men with psychopathic characteristics reported greater interest in using multiple 
tactics to obtain sex from a reluctant sexual partner, and propensity to engage in partner 
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sexual coercion appeared to be enhanced in men with psychopathic characteristics 
(Lalumiere, Harris, Quinsey, & Rice, 2005). Psychopaths are characterized by coercive 
and precocious sexual behavior (Harris, Rice, Hilton, Lalumiere, & Quinsey, 2007). 
Sexual refusal is a common aspect of human in-pair sexual behavior (Camilleri & 
Quinsey, 2008), and psychopaths may be prone to overcome a partner's persistent sexual 
refusal with coercive and violent tactics. 
This behavior appears to be related to level of empathy. Empathy is a 
multidimensional construct (Davis, 1983; Marshall, Marshall, Serran, & O'Brien, 2009) 
encompassing both emotional and coguitive aspects that combine to result in feelings of 
concern or compassion for individuals (Decety & Jackson, 2004). Various researchers 
have found evidence that sexual offenders have lower overall levels of empathy than 
nonsexual offenders (DeGue & DiLillo, 2004; Lisak & Ivan, 1995; Senn et al., 2000). 
Lack of empathy has been shown to be positively related to offending, and may be a 
particularly important factor for contributing to sexual offending (Fernandez & Marshall, 
2003; Jolliffe & Farrington 2004; Malamuth, 1986; Smallbone, Wheaton, & Hourigan, 
2003). 
Research consistently demonstrates an inverse relationship between psychopathy 
and empathy in both community and correctional samples (Burke, 2001; Jolliffe & 
Farrington, 2004; Sandoval, Hancock, Poythress, Edens, & Lilienfeld, 2000) using both 
the Psychopathy Checklist (Hare, 1991) and the Psychopathic Personality Inventory 
(Lilienfeld & Andrews, 1996). Men with intact empathic abilities may be dissuaded from 
coercive acts by detecting or imagining a victim's distress or pain or by feelings of guilt 
or remorse afterward, whereas men with limited empathy may not. Such deficits may 
similarly relate to the perpetration of sexual coercion (DeGue & DiLillo, 2004). These 
findings suggest that the presence of psychopathic personality traits may play an 
important etiological role in sexual aggression and in sexual coercion. 
The Present Study 
Rationale 
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The present study seeks to determine if a person's level of psychopathy affects 
their perceptions of sexually coercive tactics (i.e., verbal abuse and intoxication) in a 
college-dating scenario. The primary rationale behind conducting this study now is that 
sexual coercion has been found to be particularly problematic in college dating 
relationships (Oswald & Russell, 2006). The rates of sexual coercion continue to climb, 
while the construct remains largely understudied and misunderstood by both psychology 
and law professionals and policy makers. 
Since sexual coercion is especially prevalent in college dating relationships, this 
bears further investigation, especially when examining levels of verbal abuse and 
intoxication. Donat & Bondurant (2003) found 12% of their college convenience sample 
was verbally coerced into intercourse; however they created a mutually exclusive 
category for individuals who were incapacitated due to alcohol (21% of the sample). 
Koss eta!. (1987) and DeKeseredy and Kelly (1993) found between one-third and one-
half of college women in North America experienced some form of sexual coercion. 
Other studies have found a relationship between the use of intoxicants and 
sexually coercive behavior by men (Abbey, BeShears, Clinton-Sherro & McAuslan, 
2004; Boeringer, 1996; Wilson eta!. 2002). Boeringer eta!. (1991) found fraternity 
members in their study were less likely than independents to believe their friends would 
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disapprove of getting a woman drunk to have sex with her. In addition, one-quarter of 
fraternity members, as opposed to one-tenth of non-fraternity members, reported their 
friends' approval of using intoxicants to get a woman to have sex. Boeringer (1996) 
found that fraternity members used more intoxicants to obtain sex relative to independent 
students. 
Therefore, the research in this study will focus on participants' perceptions of 
sexually coercive tactics such as verbal abuse and intoxication. As people with higher 
levels of psychopathy are less likely to feel empathy (DeGue & DiLillo, 2004; Lindsey, 
Carlozzi, & Bells, 2001; Lisak & Ivan, 1995; Senn et al., 2000) and to be more accepting 
of sexually aggressive and coercive tactics characteristics (Lalumiere, Harris, Quinsey, & 
Rice, 2005), participants psychopathy scores will be examined as well. 
Hypotheses 
In all hypotheses, the hypothesized difference utilized a significance level of p < 
.05. For all participants, psychopathy was assessed using the Psychopathic Personality 
Inventory-Revised (Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005), which is detailed in the Measures 
section ofthis paper. Coercive behavior (i.e., verbal abuse and intoxication) were 
delineated and varied in the vignettes, which are explained in the Methods section of this 
paper and attached in Appendix A Outcome questions are listed in parentheses after their 
corresponding hypotheses and can be found in Appendix B. 
Hypotheses are as follows: 
1) Participants higher in psychopathy will be less inclined to perceive that 
coercive behavior occurred, as reflected by a significant difference on two t-
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tests between median-split psychopathy groups. (Did Mary want to have sex? 
Did Steven coerce Mary into having sex?) 
2) Participants higher in psychopathy will be less likely to view the coercive 
behavior as 
harmful to the victim, as reflected by a significant difference on at-test 
between median-split psychopathy groups. (Was Steven's behavior harmful to 
Mary?) 
3) Participants higher in psychopathy will be more likely to find coercive 
behavior an acceptable tactic in their own interpersonal relationships, as 
reflected by a significant difference on at-test between median-split 
psychopathy groups. (If you had done what Steven did, how much would your 
behavior bother you?) 
4) There will be an interaction between psychopathy level and coercive tactic 
used: Participants higher in psychopathy will find high levels of verbal abuse 
and high levels of intoxication more acceptable3 for the aggressor to use and 
less harmful to the victim. This will be determined by using a 2 x 2 x 2 
ANOVA. 
The hypotheses were tested with vignettes (see Appendix A) involving a 
heterosexual couple, where aggressor and victim were held constant across vignettes 
(Steven was the aggressor and Mary was the victim). These vignettes systematically 
varied (1) Verbal Abuse (High versus Low) and (2) Intoxication Level (High versus 
3 Note: The term "unacceptability" refers to the response to "If you had done what Steven 
did, how much would your behavior bother you?" The author recognizes that this 
question does not fully capture the construct of acceptability, but the term is used for the 
sake of convenience and brevity in discussion. 
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Low). Participants then rated the following variables on a five-point Likert scale ranging 
from l (definitely not) to 5 (definitely): whether the victim wanted to have sex, whether 
the victim was coerced into having sex, whether the aggressor's behavior was harmful to 
the victim, and how much their behavior would have bothered them if they had done 
what the aggressor did. 
Method 
Participants 
Participants were gathered from a community sample on Facebook, as well as 
undergraduate students from a private university in a large Northeastern city who 
completed the study for extra credit. All participation was voluntary. Inclusion criteria 
included fluency in English, as the PPI-R and vignettes were only presented in English, 
and an age ofbetween 18 and 35 years. A total of310 participants responded to the 
survey. A number of surveys (34.84%, n = 1 08) had to be excluded because they were 
missing a number of items, or had inconsistent responding to the PPI-R, leaving the final 
number of participants at n = 202. 
Of the participants with consistent responding, 56 (27.7%) participants were male 
and 146 (72.3%) were female. The racial breakdown of the participants consisted of 162 
(80.2%) Whites, 5 (2.5%) Blacks, 1 (0.5%) American Indian or Alaskan Natives, 23 
(11.4%) Asian Americans, and 11 (5.4%) were Other.4 There was a wide range of ages 
reported from participants (range= 18-34 years). The mean age was 22.67 with a 
standard deviation of 4.34. The median age was 21.50, and the mode was 20.00. A total 
of 136 (67.3%) participants were recruited from the university, whereas 66 (32.7%) were 
4 AP A guidelines state that Hispanic/Latino is an ethnicity, not a race. It is likely that the 
majority of Other participants were ofHispanic/Latino ethnicity. 
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from the community/Facebook sample. Of the participants who were in school, 37 
(18.3%) were Freshmen, 28 (18.8%) were Sophomores, 23 (11.4%) were Juniors, 27 
(13.4%) were Seniors, 22 (10.9%) were M.S. students, 9 (4.5%) were Ph.D. students, and 
45 (22.3%) were Other. Fnrther analyses of this study's data between the older 
community sample and the relatively younger college sample did not discover any 
significant differences. Sample population did appear to affect participant's responses to 
each of the outcome questions. Nevertheless, demographic information is displayed in 
Table 1 below, which shows the reader information on age and number of respondents 
who identified in a certain demographic category for each variable according to sample 
type (College or Community). 
Table 1: Demographic Variables for College (N=136) and Community/Facebook 
(N=66) Samples 
Commnnity/Facebook 
College Sample (N=136) Sample (N=66) 
Mean Age 20.74 26.67 
Age Range 18-34 18- 35 
NMale 39 17 
NFemale 97 49 
NWhite 101 61 
NBlack 3 2 
N American Indian/ Alaskan Native 1 0 
N Asian 23 0 
NOther 8 3 
NFreshman 37 0 
N Sophomore 36 2 
N Junior 23 0 
N Senior 23 4 
N Graduate School MS 10 12 
N Graduate School PhD 5 4 
N Other 1 44 
There has not been much research that has examined the effects this study is 
targeting, but what little research there was has found a small effect size. Therefore, a 
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power analysis was conducted using G*Power using a small effect size of .2 and a target 
power of .8. A power analysis revealed that a 2 x 2 x 2 ANOVA (all between subjects 
factors) with an alpha of .05 and a medium effect size (f = .20), required a total of 199 
participants to yield a power of .8. 
Procedure 
Participants' psychopathy scores were recorded by their responses on the 
Psychopathic Personality Inventory-Revised (Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005), further 
described in the Measures section of this paper. The study used a 2 (median split of 
psychopathy score, high or low) x 2 (victim intoxication level in the vignette, high or 
low) x 2 (aggressor's level of verbal abuse in the vignette, high or low) between subjects 
design. Four versions of a vignette, systematically manipulating the two dichotomous 
variables, can be found in Appendix A. The vignette was based on the description 
Oswald and Russell (2006) provided of a sexually coercive dating scenario. The scenario 
from Oswald and Russell's (2006) study closely matched the variables that this study 
considered. In the vignette, the two variables are as follows: (1) verbal abuse, and (2) 
intoxication. Each variable was dichotomous. These variables were chosen because there 
is a large body ofliterature suggesting that the two are correlated with sexual coercion. 
Verbal abuse was particularly important to exaruine since there is a paucity of research on 
the topic. 
The dependent variables were the outcome questions that gauged the respondents' 
ratings of their perceptions of the sexually coercive tactics portrayed by the actors 
(Steven and Mary) in the vignettes. For each vignette, participants rated their responses 
on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 5: definitely did not, probably did not, don't 
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know, probably, and definitely. Specifically, the respondents were asked: (I) Did Mary 
want to have sex? (2) Did Steven coerce Mary into having sex? and (3) Was Steven's 
behavior harmful to Mary? For the fourth question (If you had done what Steven did, 
how much would your behavior bother you?), participants rated their responses on a five-
point Likert scale, again ranging from 1-5: not at all, a little, some, a fair amount, a great 
deal. These outcome variables were selected because they captured whether or not the 
participant recognized that coercive behavior occurred, as well as their perceptions and 
acceptance of it in the scenario. 
Each university participant was solicited through either in-class recruitment or 
flyers with the study's information, risks, and benefits. Community participants were 
recruited through an IRB-approved Facebook group which stated the study's inclusion 
criteria (i.e., all the information that was included on the flyers) as well as a link to the 
survey on the Qualtrics website. All participation was completely voluntary and 
participants were informed that they could discontinue participation in the study at any 
time without penalty. Care was taken to protect the anonymity of the participants, and 
was why information deemed as too identifying (e.g., fraternal/athletic membership) was 
eschewed from the study. Therefore, the only demographic information collected was 
insufficient to identify any given participant. 
To further protect participant anonymity, data were kept in an electronic format 
using the IBM SPSS Statistics 18 software package. The database was kept on a 
password-protected computer located in a locked room. Only members of the research 
team had access to the data. Data will be kept until the fmal analyses (i.e., subsequent 
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analyses after the present study) have been conducted, after which they will be preserved 
consistent with IRB policy. 
All participants completed the Psychopathic Personality Inventory-Revised (PPI-
R; Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005), read one of four randomly assigned vignettes, and 
answered the outcome questions in a fully de-identified survey using www.gualtrics.com. 
Respondents also provided information about demographic variables (i.e., age, gender, 
race, and year in school), most of which were necessary for accurate interpretation of 
their PPI-R score. The entire survey took about 30 minutes to complete. 
A manipulation check was conducted with both non-psychology and psychology 
undergraduate and graduate students (N=24) to ensure that the vignettes were 
unquestionably portraying clear, varying levels of sexual coercion (i.e., verbal abuse and 
intoxication). Participants were asked: (1) To what extent was Mary intoxicated? and 2) 
To what extent was Steven verbally abusive to Mary? Answers were given on a five-
point continuous Likert scale, where 1 was the lowest and 5 was the highest (i.e., not at 
all, not much, somewhat, a good deal, a great deal). Participants assigned to vignettes 
where Mary's intoxication level was high responded with M = 4.17, SD = .83; 
participants assigned to vignettes where Mary exhibited the low level of intoxication 
responded with M = 1.58, SD = .67; t (22) = 8.37, p < .01. Participants assigned to the 
vignettes where Steven's level of verbal abuse was high responded with M = 5.00, SD = 
.00. When participants were assigned to conditions where the verbal abuse level was low, 
they responded with M = 2.17, SD = .72; t (22) = 13.68, p < .01. 
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Measures 
The Psychopathic Personality Inventory-Revised (Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005), or 
PPI-R, is designed to measure psychopathic personality traits while excluding criminal 
behavior. This self-report measure has gained popularity among both clinicians and 
researchers as it can be administered to both incarcerated and community samples with 
relative ease, and is highly reliable. It takes about 15-25 minutes to complete. The PPI-R 
is composed of eight clinical subscales examining major personality traits associated with 
psychopathic character rated on a scale ranging from 1 (false) to 4 (true). The Rebellious 
Nonconformity Scale assesses a lack of concern regarding social norms and values, 
whereas the PPI Blame Externalization scale assesses a tendency to externalize blame for 
one's own mistakes and behavior. The Carefree Nonplanfulness Scale assesses a lack of 
future oriented thinking and an indifference to planning ahead, and the Machiavellian 
Egocentricity Scale assesses narcissistic and ruthless attitudes. The Stress Inununity 
Scale assesses the ability to remain calm when faced with typically stressful and anxiety-
provoking situations. The Social Influence Scale assesses the perceived ability to 
influence and manipulate others, while the Fearlessness Scale assesses the willingness to 
participate in potentially risky and dangerous activities. Finally, the Coldheartedness 
Scale assesses an individual's propensity toward callousness and guiltlessness. It has a 
total of 154 items, which are answered using a four-point Likert scale where 1 was the 
lowest and 4 was the highest (i.e., false, mostly false, mostly true, true). The PPI-R yields 
a total score, as well as eight lower-order subscale scores, and has been standardized on 
an educated community/college sample (N = 985; 58.6%female), as well as on an all-




The study used a 2 (median split of psychopathy score, high or low) x 2 (victim 
intoxication level in the vignette, high or low) x 2 (aggressor's level of verbal abuse in 
the vignette, high or low) between subjects design. ANOVA was selected because it is 
the proper analytic tool when analyzing a factorial design with three independent 
variables, each with two levels (high or low), and a continuous dependent variable. 
AN OVA was conducted for each of the four dependent variables: (I) Did Mary want to 
have sex? (2) Did Steven coerce Mary into having sex? (3) Was Steven's behavior 
harmful to Mary? and (4) If you had done what Steven did, how much would your 
behavior bother you? After reading the vignettes, participants rated their responses on a 
five-point Likert scale. The Likert scale responses were treated as continuous for the 
purposes of the statistical analyses. 
The PPI-R consisted of 154 questions, and participants were scored on the eight 
clinical subscales, which combined to yield a total score for psychopathy level. This was 
determined by t-score tables ranked according to age range and gender, which the PPI-R 
manual provided. A median split for psychopathy total score was performed, yielding two 
psychopathy groups: high (psychopathy:::: 62; N = 1 03) and low (psychopathy< 62; N = 
99). Secondary analyses were also conducted splitting the psychopathy group according 
to total score 2: 65 (N = 82) (a clinically-meaningful high score, according to PPI-R 
norms) versus total score< 65 (N = 120) (Lilienfeld & Widows, 2005). 
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Results of Hypotheses, Psychopathy;::: 62 
Psychopathy did not appear to affect participant's responses to each of the 
outcome questions. This is displayed in Table 25 below, which shows the reader where 
the mean is for each of the DVs according to psychopathy level on a five-point Likert 
scale.* 
Median Split:::: 62: 
Table 2: Participants' (N=202) Mean Ratings of Sexual Interest, Coercion, 
Harmfulness, and Unacceptability According to High and Low Psychopathy Status 
Low Psychopathy ( <62; N = 99) High Psychopathy (>62; N = 103) 
Want Sex 1.32 1.49 
Coerced 4.34 4.47 
Harmfulness 4.12 4.14 
Unacceptability 4.46 4.47 
*Note, Questions 1- 3: 1 =Definitely did not, 2 =Probably did not, 3 =Don't know, 4 = 
Probably did, and 5 =Definitely did; (Acceptability): 1 =Not at all, 2 =A little, 3 = 
Some, 4 = A fair amount, 5 = A great deal. 
Hypotheses were tested as follows: 
Participants higher in psychopathy will be less inclined to perceive that coercive 
behavior occurred, as reflected by a significant difference on two t-tests between median-
split psychopathy groups. (Did Mary want to have sex (i.e., Want Sex)? Did Steven 
coerce Mary into having sex (i.e., Coerced)?) 
The results for Want Sex indicated that there was no significant difference 
between groups with psychopathy scores in the lower(< 62) group (M = 6.32, SD = 0.70) 
versus the higher("= 62) group (M = 6.49, SD = 0.75); t (200) = -1.59, p = 0.11. The 
5 Note: No p values are listed because none of the relevant comparisons were statistically 
significant. 
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results for the perception of coercion analysis reflected no significant difference between 
low psychopathy (M = 9.34, SD = 1.03) and high psychopathy (M = 9.47, SD = .83) 
groups; t (200) = -0.93, p = 0.35. These results suggest that respondents' psychopathy 
levels, determined using a PPI-R total score median split at 62, were not related to their 
perceptions of whether the victim wanted sex or was coerced into it by the aggressor. 
Participants higher in psychopathy will be less likely to view the coercive 
behavior as harmful to the victim, as reflected by a significant difference on a t-test 
between median-split psychopathy groups. (Was Steven's behavior harmful to Mary, (i.e., 
Harmfulness)?) 
The results for Harmfulness indicated that there was no significant difference in 
participants' perceptions of whether Mary was harmed between the low psychopathy 
group ( <62) (M = 4.12, SD = 1.00) and the high psychopathy group (:::: 62) (M = 4.14, SD 
= 1.00); t (200) = -.10, p = .92. These results suggest that respondents' psychopathy 
levels, determined using a PPI-R total score median split at 62, were not related to their 
perceptions of whether the aggressor's behavior was harmful to the victim. 
Participants higher in psychopathy will be more likely to find coercive behavior 
an acceptable tactic in their own interpersonal relationships, as reflected by a significant 
difference on a t-test between median-split psychopathy groups. (If you had done what 
Steven did, how much would your behavior bother you (i.e., Unacceptability)?) 
The results for Unacceptability indicated that there was no significant difference 
found in unacceptability between those low in psychopathy (M = 4.46, SD = .83) and 
those in the high psychopathy group (M = 4.37, SD = .88); t (200) =- .01, p = .99. These 
results suggest that respondents' psychopathy levels, determined using a PPI-R total 
score median split at 62, were not related to their perceptions of how bothersome they 
judged their behavior would have been if they had done what Stephen did. 
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There will be an interaction between psychopathy level and coercive tactic used: 
Participants higher in psychopathy will find high levels of verbal abuse and high levels of 
intoxication more acceptable for the aggressor to use and less harmful to the victim. 
ANOV A was conducted for the Harmfulness and Unacceptability outcome 
variables. Each ANOV A was a 2 (median split of psychopathy score, high or low) x 2 
(victim intoxication level in the vignette, high or low) x 2 (aggressor's level of verbal 
abuse in the vignette, high or low) analysis that allowed the testing of the hypothesized 
interaction. ANOVA has three assumptions (i.e., normality, homogeneity of variance, and 
independence). Levene's test showed a violation of the assumption of homogeneity of 
variances for Harmfulness [F(7, 194) = 5.55, p < .01] and Unacceptability [F(7, 194) = 
11.26, p < .01] when psychopathy was split at 62. Although ANOVA is relatively robust 
to the violation of homogeneity of variance, it is important to consider these results with 
caution. 
Harmfulness 
The results indicated that there was a main effect for Harmfulness [F(l, 202) = 
53.37, p < .01] when psychopathy groups were defined by a score of::O: 62. The effect size 
was small (eta squared= .22). The mean rating of Harmfulness for the high verbal abuse 
condition was 4.87 with a standard deviation of .46, while the mean of Harmfulness for 
the low verbal abuse condition was 4.16 with a standard deviation of 1.00. These results 
imply that regardless of the level, participants found verbal abuse harmful, and were also 
able to perceive and assign increasing levels of harmfulness the higher the level climbed. 
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Unacceptability 
The results for Unacceptability indicated that there was no significant difference 
in perceived Unacceptability when the psychopathy group was split at 2: 62 [F(l, 202) = 
1.05, p = .31]. The effect size was small (eta squared< .01). The mean rating of 
Unacceptability for the high verbal abuse condition was 4.83 with a standard deviation of 
.42, while the mean ofUnacceptability for the low verbal abuse condition was 4.10 with a 
standard deviation of .99. The mean rating ofUnacceptability for the high intoxication 
condition was 4.62 with a standard deviation of .62, while the mean ofUnacceptability 
for the low intoxication was 4.30 with a standard deviation of 1.14. These results suggest 
that respondents' psychopathy scores were not related to the perception of how 
bothersome they judged their behavior to be, when posed the hypothetical question of if 
they had been the aggressor themselves. The hypothesized interaction did not occur; 
psychopathy level had no effect on participants' perceptions regarding verbal abuse or 
intoxication as less harmful and less acceptable. 
Because there were so few significant findings when psychopathy was defined as 
a score of2: 62, secondary analyses were run on the hypotheses with psychopathy defined 
at a clinically meaningful score of2: 65 to determine if such a cl!nically significant 
psychopathy score would affect participant's responses to each of the outcome questions. 
Results of Hypotheses, Psychopathy 2: 65 
As the following analyses reveal, it appeared that regardless of its definition (split 
at 62 or 65), psychopathy did not appear to affect participant's responses to each of the 
outcome questions. This is displayed in Figure l and Table 3 below, which describe the 
mean for each of the DVs according to psychopathy level on a five-point Likert scale.* 
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Figure 1: Participants' (N=202) Mean Ratings of Sexual Interest, Coercion, 
Harmfulness, and Unacceptability by Psychopathy Group (Low vs. High Median 
Split at 62; Low vs. High Clinically Split at 65) 
Want Sex Coerced Harmful Acceptable 
*Note, Questions 1 - 3: 1 =Definitely did not, 2 =Probably did not, 3 = Don't lmow, 4 = 
Probably did, and 5 =Definitely did; (Acceptability): 1 =Not at all, 2 =A little, 3 = 






Clinically meaningful psychopathy score 2: 65: 
Table 36: Participants' (N=202) Mean Ratings of Sexual Interest, Coercion, 
Harmfulness, and Unacceptability According to High and Low Psychopathy Status 
Low Psychopathy (<65; N = 120) High Psychopathy (>65; N = 82) 
Want Sex 1.37 1.46 
Coerced 4.35 4.49 
Harmfulness 4.04 4.26 
Unacceptability 4.47 4.36 
Hypotheses were tested as follows: 
Participants higher in psychopathy will be less inclined to perceive that coercive 
behavior occurred, as reflected by a significant difference on two t-tests between median-
split psychopathy groups. (Did Mary want to have sex (i.e., Want Sex)? Did Steven 
coerce Mary into having sex (i.e., Coerced)?) 
When secondary analyses were then run with psychopathy split at a clinically 
significant level of 2: 65, there was still no significant difference on the perception of 
whether Mary wanted sex between the low psychopathy ( < 65) (M = 1.3 7, SD = . 71) and 
high psychopathy(?: 65) (M = 1.46, SD = .84) groups, t (200) =- .93, p = .36. Nor was 
there a significant difference on the perception of whether sex was coerced between the 
low psychopathy (M = 4.35, SD = .98) and high psychopathy (M = 4.49, SD = .85) 
groups, t (200) = -1.03, p = .303. These results suggest that respondents' psychopathy 
scores, with a clinically meaningful median split at 65, were not related to their 
perceptions of whether the victim wanted sex or was coerced into it by the aggressor. 
6 Note: No p values are listed because none of the relevant comparisons were statistically 
significant. 
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Participants higher in psychopathy will view the coercive behavior as less 
harmful to the victim, as reflected by a significant difference on a t-test between median-
split psychopathy groups. (Was Steven's behavior harmful to Mary, (i.e., Harmfulness)?) 
The results for Hannfulness indicated that there was no significant difference in 
perceived hannfulness when the psychopathy group was split at low ( < 65) (M = 4.04, 
SD = 1.04) versus high (::0: 65) psychopathy scores (M = 4.26, SD = .93), t (200) = -1.50, 
p = .135. These results suggest that a clinically meaningful level of respondents' 
psychopathy scores were not related to the perception of whether the aggressor's 
behavior was hannful to the victim. 
Participants higher in psychopathy will be more likely to find coercive behavior 
an acceptable tactic in their own interpersonal relationships, as reflected by a significant 
difference on a t-test between median-split psychopathy groups. (If you had done what 
Steven did, how much would your behavior bother you (i.e., Unacceptability)?) 
The results for Unacceptability indicated that there was no significant difference 
in perceived Unacceptability when the psychopathy group was split at < 65 (M = 4.4 7, 
SD = .82 and ::0:65 (M = 4.46, SD = .91); t (200) = .03, p = .98. These results suggest that 
respondents' psychopathy scores were not related to the perception of how bothersome 
they judged their behavior to be, when posed the hypothetical question of if they had 
been the aggressor themselves. 
There will be an interaction between psychopathy level and coercive tactic used: 
Participants higher in psychopathy will find high levels of verbal abuse and high levels of 
intoxication more acceptable for the aggressor to use and less harmful to the victim. 
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Again, ANOV A was conducted for the Harmfulness and Unacceptability outcome 
variables. As before, each ANOV A was a 2 (median split of psychopathy score, high or 
low) x 2 (victim intoxication level in the vignette, high or low) x 2 (aggressor's level of 
verbal abuse in the vignette, high or low) analysis that allowed the testing of the 
hypothesized interaction. When psychopathy was split at ::0: 65, Levene's test still showed 
a violation of the assumption of homogeneity of variance for both Harmfulness [F(7, 194) 
= 6.12, p < .01] and Unacceptability [F(7, 194) = 11.26, p < .01]. As such, these results 
should be interpreted with caution as well. 
Harmfulness 
Similar to the median split definition of psychopathy, the results indicated that 
there was a main effect for Harmfulness [F(l, 202) = 47.36, p < .01] when psychopathy 
groups were defined by a score of::O: 65. The effect size was small (eta squared= .20). 
The mean for the high verbal abuse condition was 4.63 with a standard deviation of .77, 
while the mean for the low verbal abuse condition was 3.90 with a standard deviation of 
.93. These results imply that regardless of the level, participants found verbal abuse 
harmful and were also able to perceive and assign increasing levels of harmfulness the 
higher the level climbed. 
A three-way interaction between all independent variables (psychopathy, 
intoxication, and verbal abuse) approached statistical significance when psychopathy was 
split at 65, and when participants were asked about the harmfulness of the aggressor's 
behavior [F(l, 202) = 3.387, p = .067]. The effect size was small (eta squared= .02). 
Respondents' perceptions ofthe effect of harmfulness may depend on the 
association between their psychopathy score and the level of verbal abuse and 
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intoxication depicted in the vignettes. This partly supports the hypothesis that participants . 
higher in psychopathy would find higher levels of verbal abuse and intoxication more 
acceptable for the aggressor to use and less harmful to the victim. 
Additionally, when psychopathy scores were split at 65, they began to approach 
statistical significance for impacting participants' responses [F(1, 202) = 3.04, p = .08]. 
The effect size was small (eta squared = .02). Therefore, there was a trend for a main 
effect for psychopathy when the groups were split at 65 but not when they were split at 
62. 
Unacceptability 
When participants were asked, "If you had done what Steven did, how much 
would your behavior bother you?" there was a significant main effect for intoxication 
when psychopathy groups were defmed by a score of~ 65 [F(l, 202) = 5.24, p = .023]. 
The effect size was small (eta squared= .03). The mean for the high intoxication 
condition was 4.63 with a standard deviation of .71, while the mean for the low 
intoxication condition was 4.30 with a standard deviation of 1.00. These results suggest 
that intoxication did have an effect on participants' perceptions of the scenario; however, 
since an interaction was discovered (discussed below) it would be misleading to focus on 
the main effect. 
Results for Unacceptability also indicated there was significant main effect for 
verbal abuse when psychopathy groups were split at< 65 [F(l, 202) = 48.46, p < .001]. 
The effect size was small (eta squared= .20). The mean rating for the high verbal abuse 
condition was 4.90 with a standard deviation of .38, while the mean for the low verbal 
abuse condition was 4.15 with a standard deviation of .96. These results suggest that the 
level of verbal abuse illustrated in the vignette did have an effect of how bothersome 
respondents judged the behavior to be, when posed the hypothetical question of if they 
had been the aggressor themselves. 
34 
The hypothesized three-way interaction did not occur; psychopathy level had no 
effect on participants regarding verbal abuse or intoxication as more or less harmful and 
acceptable. These results suggest that respondents' psychopathy scores were not related 
to the perception of how bothersome they judged their behavior to be, when posed the 
hypothetical question of if they had been the aggressor themselves. 
The results for Unacceptability indicated that there was no significant difference 
in perceived Unacceptability when the psychopathy group was split at< 65 [F(1, 202) = 
1.23, p = .27]. The effect size was small (eta squared= .01). The mean rating of 
Unacceptability for the high verbal abuse condition was 4.84 with a standard deviation of 
.42, while the mean ofUnacceptability for the low verbal abuse condition was 4.11 with a 
standard deviation of .99. The mean rating ofUnacceptability for the high intoxication 
condition was 4.63 with a standard deviation of .71, while the mean ofUnacceptability 
for the low intoxication was 5.00 with a standard deviation of .00. These results suggest 
that respondents' psychopathy scores were not related to the perception of how 
bothersome they judged their behavior to be, when posed the hypothetical question of if 
they had been the aggressor themselves. 
A three-way ANOV A revealed no significant interaction between psychopathy, 
verbal abuse, and intoxication, although it appeared that there was a significant 
interaction between verbal abuse and intoxication [F(1, 202) = 8.46, p < .01], but not with 
psychopathy. The effect size was small (eta squared= .05). Therefore, the final 
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hypothesis was not supported at either level of psychopathy. Respondents' perceptions of 
the effect of verbal abuse differed depending on the level of the intoxication depicted in 
the vignette (regardless of psychopathy level), with high verbal abuse being seen as 
unacceptable regardless oflevel of intoxication. This two-way interaction can be seen in 
Figure 2 below. 
Figure 2: Participants' (N=202) Perceptions on the Unacceptability of the use of 
Verbal Abuse and Intoxication 
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Further analyses revealed a significant difference according to gender of 
respondents on the results oft-tests on Want Sex for male (M = 1.57, SD = .96) and 
female respondents (M = 1.41, SD = .74); t (304) = .1.49, p = .014). Male participants 
perceived Mary as wanting sex more. Additionally, a statistically significant difference 
was found on Coerced between males (M = 4.13, SD = 1.17) and females (M = 4.50, SD 
= .85); t (304) = -3.02, p < .01, with females perceiving a higher level of coercion. These 
results suggest that respondents' perceptions of whether the victim wanted sex and was 
coerced into it differed by gender. 
However, when analyses were examined among the separate samples, no 
significant differences were found on any of the DVs between the older community 
sample and the college sample. This can be seen in the table below, which reports the 
means for demographic variables, psychopathy and the outcome questions according to 
sample type. 
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Table 47: Gender and Means for Age, Clinically Significant Psychopathy Level (2: 
65), and Perceived Levels of Sexual Interest, Coercion, Harmfulness, and 
Unacceptability for University (N=l36) and Community/Facebook (N=66) Samples 
*Note, Questions 1 - 3: 1 =Definitely did not, 2 =Probably did not, 3 =Don't 
know, 4 =Probably did, and 5 =Definitely did; (Acceptability): 1 =Not at all, 2 = 
A little, 3 = Some, 4 = A fair amount, 5 = A great deal. 
Cohen (1983) observed that breaking participants into two groups often leads to 
the loss of between 1/5 to 2/3 of the variance accounted for by the original variables. This 
loss of power is equivalent to throwing away 1/3 to 2/3 of the sample. It is possible that 
each analysis examining psychopathy in this study had small effect sizes due to utilizing 
a median split of psychopathy scores. Maxwell and Delaney (1993) showed that it was 
not always possible to disentangle the effects of dichotomized independent variables 
(e.g., psychopathy in this study) and that by using a median split the effect of one 
independent variable (e.g., intoxication or verbal abuse) could contaminate the effect of 
the other independent variable. 
Further analyses were also conducted examining the effect of psychopathy level 
in a quartile split (i.e., upper 25% and lower 25%) on the outcome question. Due to the 
fact that using a quartile split made the sample size vary greatly, no significant 
7 Note: No p values are listed because none of the relevant comparisons were statistically 
significant. 
differences were found among the participants. Of the participants who had consistent 
responding on the PPI-R, only I had a psychopathy score of< 25, and only 52 
participants had psychopathy scores> 75. Similarly, no significant differences were 
discovered when gender was examined comparing psychopathy scores on the outcome 
questions. This is most likely due to the negligible amount of psychopathic variability 
among the respondents. 
Discussion 
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As reflected by the majority of the scientific literature, there is very little 
empirical research in the area of verbal abuse as it relates to the larger construct of sexual 
coercion, which is understudied and consistently misunderstood. This study examined 
sexually coercive tactics that have been identified in the literature as commonly used by 
perpetrators, and attempted to gauge participants' responses when presented with a 
sexually coercive dating scenario. 
The results demonstrate a statistically significant relationship between verbal 
abuse, intoxication, and perceived outcomes of coerciveness and harmfulness. 
Participants considered verbal abuse to be most consistently harmful and coercive, 
irrespective of intoxication level of the victim. 
The data also suggest that psychopathy may have been related to the perceived 
level of sexual coercion portrayed in each vignette, but only when the "high" 
psychopathy group was at a clinically meaningful level. There was a trend for the higher 
psychopathy group, defined at such a clinically meaningful level, to perceive behavior as 
less coercive in a sexually intimate vignette. This relationship was not seen, however, 
when psychopathy groups were defined by median split - suggesting that only a 
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clinically significant level of psychopathy was related to diminished perceptions of 
coercion. Consistent with this, Camilleri and Quinsey (2008) found that psychopaths may 
be prone to overcome a partner's persistent sexual refusal with coercive and violent 
tactics, so the relationship between their perceptions and acceptance of the use of 
sexually coercive tactics bears further scrutiny. 
Of particular note is the widespread acceptance in the literature of intoxication as 
a sexually coercive tactic among college students. Multiple studies have considered 
intoxication as both a possible and probable coercive tactic. Although this study's 
findings can in no way be considered "widespread," they do support this conclusion in 
the literature. This may be attributed to the fact that intoxication can be classified as more 
subtle (hearkening back to the definition of "tipsy") and subjective to each person, 
relying on one's tolerance levels, exposure, etc, which could have made intoxication be 
perceived as a more acceptable coercive tactic in this study. Whereas when a perpetrator 
calls a victim names and curses at them it could be perceived as a more extreme tactic 
(such as a bullying technique), because verbal abuse lies more overtly in the physical 
force spectrum. Intoxication is generally considered to be a coercive tactic in the 
literature, although it can segue into physical abuse as well. Obviously, caution needs to 
be exercised here because this study examined vignettes, and not a participant's attitudes 
and values that apply to self or their behavior. 
The present study suggested a nuanced perception of intoxication in this context; 
it was seen as harmful when paired with verbal abuse, but not in isolation as a mechanism 
to promote sexual activity. This was illustrated by the fmding that when verbal abuse was 
low but the victim was highly intoxicated, respondents reported that they would only be 
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somewhat bothered (in response to the Unacceptability outcome question) by using those 
same tactics to obtain sex from an unwilling partner. However, when verbal abuse was 
high regardless of level of intoxication, participants consistently responded that the use of 
verbal abuse would bother them more, indicating higher comfort levels with utilizing 
intoxication in a sexually intimate encounter. When both verbal abuse and intoxication 
were low8, participants were not bothered by either behavior. 
Perhaps a better way to go about capturing whether or not participants were truly 
bothered by the victim's level of intoxication would have been to question if they cared 
about it as an outcome question. For instance, instead of asking if participants recognized 
the behavior was occurring, they should have been asked (or should have also been 
asked), "How much do you care about Mary's level of intoxication?" to examine the 
differences on an outcome that would reflect how much they cared about intoxication 
level versus how much they were bothered by it. However, the outcome question "If you 
had done what Steven did, how much would your behavior bother you?" attempted to 
capture this construct and it did not appear to make a difference in respondents' 
outcomes. 
The finding that intoxication, without a high level of verbal abuse, was not 
perceived as harmful or coercive was disturbing. Wilson et a!. (2002) reported that 16% 
of their sample acknowledged engaging in some form of sexually coercive behavior, 
although many downplayed the effects of such behavior. Such coercion is much more 
likely to be verbal than physical (Carr & V anDeussen, 2004), but there is an acceptance 
of both the use of intoxicants and sexually coercive behavior (Abbey eta!., 2004; 
8 Verbal abuse and Intoxication levels were low, but not absent. 
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Boeringer, 1996; Wilson et al., 2002). Boeringer (1991) found that men were likely to use 
coercion, but they do not view this behavior as equivalent to rape. Participants in the 
present study, like those in these other studies in the literature, were inclined to accept 
sexually coercive behavior unless it was accompanied by a more salient (e.g., verbally 
abusive) element. 
Implications 
Based on the present fmdings and prior examinations of the prevalence of sexual 
coercion rates in both college campuses and interpersonal relationships, several 
interventions should be considered to decrease the amount and type of sexual coercion 
and violence found on college campuses. Approaches to intervention targeting the 
reduction of sexual assault and coercion on college campuses should focus on the ways in 
which male college students perceive what type of behaviors are appropriate when 
dealing with women. 
This type of education should be considered for university students, particularly 
early in their college careers. The present findings suggest several possible targets for 
such interventions. These include the perception that having sexual contact with an 
intoxicated, reluctant partner is acceptable, and the possibly diminished sensitivity toward 
using sexually coercive tactics that may result from clinically high levels of psychopathy. 
Educating young adults on sexually coercive behavior is very important. Not 
identifying sexual coercion when an individual is being verbally abusive, deliberately 
using intoxication, or utilizing any other previously identified coercive tactic is 
particularly problematic because it can result in the person continuing to engage in these 
behaviors. The fmding that college students do not perceive some of these tactics 
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coercive, or see the recipient as a victim, may be part of a broader pattern of beliefs that 
encourage and support some to continue to pursue or sustain this disturbing behavior. 
It is also important to focus on the qualitative differences between verbal abuse 
and intoxication strategies for obtaining sex. The data in this study suggests they are not 
comparably problematic, but little research has been done to examine the frequency with 
which verbal abuse is utilized in college dating relationships. While there have been 
plenty of studies on the use of intoxication, verbal abuse has a large dearth of research, 
with most studies merely examining its effects on victims and the relationship. Once the 
strategies and frequency of use are established, researchers could then examine 
participants' perceptions of wrongdoing. 
Additionally, there may be other ways to tap into the relationship of how 
participants perceive intoxication. In the intoxication level of the vignettes, both the 
perpetrator and the victim had been drinking wine, but it was only stated that the victim 
was drunk. It is likely perceptions could change when the victim's intoxication level was 
voluntary versus forced or tricked, or if the victim had ingested a substance instead of 
imbibing alcohol. The type of substance could also play a role in perceptions of coercion 
(e.g., marijuana is more socially accepted than GHB), as could the type of alcohol (e.g., 
grain alcohol at a party versus wine at dinner). The perpetrator using substances or 
drinking could also make a difference. It also might help researchers tap into these 
constructs more accurately if the victim is the only one who drinks, or if the scenarios are 
filmed and then played digitally for participants instead of being written in a vignette. 
Increasing the level and specificity of intoxication would help us capture how it truly 
affects participant's perceptions of a similar scenario. 
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Further research is needed to fully comprehend this aspect of the sexually 
aggressive spectrum of interpersonal relationships. This study sought to further our 
understanding of how sexual coercion is perceived on college campuses and by 
community populations, and to help illuminate where future inquiries should direct their 
focus. 
Limitations and Future Directions 
Limitations of the present study should be noted. First this study examined only 
heterosexual dating relationships in which the male was consistently the aggressor and 
the female the victim. However, prior research has indicated that women also admit to 
using sexually coercive tactics, so aggressor gender should be varied in future research. A 
second limitation is that this study used vignettes. Although useful in allowing 
manipulation of the variables of interest, vignettes only provide a narrow view of the 
relationship and characters, and may not have given enough information for participants 
to accurately judge the coercive behavior. Finally, with all subjective self-report 
measures, it is possible that participants did not respond accurately or consistently with 
how they really perceived the scenarios. 
Future research should investigate real life scenarios that participants have 
encountered and their perceptions on the sexual coercion to which they have been 
exposed. Additionally, aggressor gender and relationship duration (i.e., established with 
sexual history or new without sexual history) could be varied, and homosexual and 
interracial couples should be studied. Age disparity between the aggressor and victim, 
with the aggressor being older, might also yield stronger perceptions of coercion 
occurring. A different sample, such as a forensic sample, would help gather higher 
44 
psychopathy scores, which could then be compared with samples with a lower frequency 
of psychopathy, such as a community or college sample. The present sample was quite 
appropriate for research focusing on the behavior of young adults in a dating context, but 
may not generalize beyond that. 
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Appendix A: Vignette Examples 
High Verbal Abuse, High Intoxication 
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Mary and Steven are in college and have been casually dating without sex for two 
months. They go out to dinner on a date. At dinner, they split several bottles of wine and 
Mary gets drunk. They then return to Steven's apartment to watch a movie. During the 
movie, the two begin kissing, and as things progress Steven begins touching Mary 
suggestively. Mary states that she does not want to have sex tonight. Steven then asks, 
"What the fuck is wrong with you? We went out and had a good time, and now you just 
want to sit here and do nothing?" Mary responds, "Steven, I am just not interested in 
having sex tonight. Will you please respect that?" Steven then replies, "You want to be a 
frigid bitch? I'm out of here!" Mary then agrees and the two have sex. 
High Verbal Abuse, Low Intoxication 
Mary and Steven are in college and have been casually dating without sex for two 
months. They go out to dinner on a date. At dinner, they have one glass of wine each, and 
then return to Steven's apartment to watch a movie. During the movie, the two begin 
kissing, and as things progress Steven begins touching Mary suggestively. Mary states 
that she does not want to have sex tonight. Steven then asks, "What the fuck is wrong 
with you? We went out and had a good time, and now you just want to sit here and do 
nothing?" Mary responds, "Steven, I am just not interested in having sex tonight. Will 
you please respect that?" Steven then replies, "You want to be a frigid bitch? I'm out of 
here!" Mary then agrees and the two have sex. 
Low Verbal Abuse, High Intoxication 
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Mary and Steven are in college and have been casually dating without sex for two 
months. They go out to dinner on a date. At dinner, they split several bottles of wine and 
Mary gets drunk. They then return to Steven's apartment to watch a movie. During the 
movie, the two begin kissing, and as things progress Steven begins touching Mary 
suggestively. Mary states that she does not want to have sex tonight. Steven then asks, 
"What's wrong? We went out and had a good time, and now you just want to sit here and 
watch a movie?" Mary responds, "Steven, I am just not interested in having sex tonight. 
Will you please respect that?" Steven then replies, "I don't get it. I really want to." Mary 
then agrees and the two have sex. 
Low Verbal Abuse, Low Intoxication Scenario 
Mary and Steven are in college and have been casually dating without sex for two 
months. They go out to dinner on a date. At dinner, they have one glass of wine each, and 
then return to Steven's apartment to watch a movie. During the movie, the two begin 
kissing, and as things progress Steven begins touching Mary suggestively. Mary states 
that she does not want to have sex tonight. Steven then asks, "What's wrong? We went 
out and had a good time, and now you just want to sit here and watch a movie?" Mary 
responds, "Steven, I am just not interested in having sex tonight. Will you please respect 
that?" Steven then replies, "I don't get it. I really want to." Mary then agrees and the two 
have sex. 
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Appendix B: Outcome Questions (Answers in 5-point Likert Scale) 
1) Did Mary want to have sex? 
a. Defmitely did not 
b. Probably did not 
c. Don't know 
d. Probably 
e. Definitely 
2) Did Steven coerce Mary into having sex? 
a. Definitely did not 
b. Probably did not 
c. Don't know 
d. Probably 
e. Definitely 
3) Was Steven's behavior harmful to Mary? 
a. Definitely not 
b. Probably not 
c. Don't know 
d. Probably 
e. Definitely 
4) If you had done what Steven did, how much would your behavior bother you? 
a. Not at all 
b. A little 
c. Some 
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d. A fair amount 
e. A great deal 
Demographic Questions 
I) Where were you recruited from? 
a. Drexel University 
b. Facebook 
2) How old are you? (Free text response) 
3) What is your gender? 
a. Male 
b. Female 
4) What is your primary etlmicity? 
a. White 
b. Black 
c. American Indian or Alaskan Native 
d. Asian 
e. Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
f. Other (Free text response) 





e. Other (Free text response) 

